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i Dem:Sh: ot Madam:

Thank you for the OppOLtunity to comment on the (1.5, Department of Agticutture

Agricultural Matketing Service (USDA-AMS) proposed regulations to administer
the Specialty Crop Block Grant Progtam. The Toxas Department of Agriculture
(TDA) looks forward to developing projects under this program to ehhance marfeets
and opportunities for Texns specialty crops. We tespectfully sulomit the following
comrments,

Definition of “enhancing the competitiveness of specialty crops™ As market
globalization continues, it is increasingly difficult for U.S, specialty crops to compete
in the world market. We define “enhancing the competitiveness of specialty crops”
As iicreasing consuter awarcness of products, exploting and implemcating valuc-
added options for increased profitabllity and market shase and empowcting
producers to compete effectively in a plobal market. The ultimate goal is to

Definition and use of ontcome Mmeasutes: In several projects, outcome measures
could be found through buyer sutveys, producer sutveys and consumer sutveys,
The resulting measures could he number of companies reporting increased sales and

Putpose of funds under this program, Scction 1290.1 reference to the terms
and conditions of 7 CFR part 3016: Since we arc 3 stare agency, Office of

patt of enhancing the competitiveness of specialty crops, we would like clarification
to ensure that these costs ate covered under the intent of the awasd.

Crop ptiority: Scction 1290.4 (@) gives ptiority to fresh specialty crop projects.
This priority is not consistent with the definition of specialty crops which includes
dried fruits. All products in the definjtion of spectalty ctops should be given equal
priority for funding,
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Total award amount: The Spedalty Crops Compciitiveness Act of 2004 provides for a basc grant
of §100,000 t6 each of the states and an additional block grant based on the value of spedialty crop
production dnthe state: s the gpplication process proceeds, it will be bencficial if each state knows
the total 4 Qﬂ it and value of production grany) it is eligible to apply for. ‘This will enable
states to bettcr blani projects and fadilitate completion of the application process.

Adminigtrative expenses: Secton 1290.6 (iv) describes the requiremnent to detail budget estimares
for cach projeet inclnding administrative expenses. However, there is o mention of the petcentage
of the grant amonnt allowable for administrative expenses. If AMS has a set limit, this amount
should bé¢ detailed in the final nde.

Multi-state partnerships: Texas cuttently participates in sevcral toulti-state parmerships to market
products to foreign markets through the Southern United States Trade Assodiation and USDA
Forcign Agticulture Service and would be intcrested in developing similas projects under Section
1230.6 (x) provisions. Additional information is needed to clatify that these funds ean be spetit on
projects in' foreign natkets to enhance the compettiveness of our specialty erops,

Review of applications: Section 1290.7 deseribes that épph'cations will be reviewed and approved
for conforming to conditions listed it Section 1290.6, From these proposed rules, it is oue

ts sharc as long as it completes the application process. If a certain project docs not fir the criterda,
At appeals process should be in place to assist the state in receiving the fynds, If any state does not
2pply for its full amount of funding, we request the temaining funds be redistributed 1o the atmount
available for the valne of production grants.

Audit requirements: The tequitement put forth in Scetion 1290.10 for states to bave an audit of
cxpenditures in accordance with government auditing standards (the yellow book) places an undye
and unneeded burden on the sates. The yellow book establishes the standards by which an audit of
federal fimds is to be conducted, OMB Citcular A-133 determines when an audit is approptiate.
Further, an audit requitement would require the agency ¢o hire an independent auditot since the
yellow book standards do not consider the internal avditor to be independent. This expense could
significantly reduce the amount of moncy remaining for the projects. The amount of moties the
states wilk receive indfvidually will probably never appeoach the theeshold for 2 Type A program. We
understand the nced to monitor program costs, but we would request statcs submit a detailed

In closing, appreciatc the opportunity 1o comment on this proposed rule, T would urge AMS o
make these granrs to the states nnder regulations that provide flexibility to the state depastments of
agticulture to catty out the progtam based on the unique needs aad priorities of the specialty ctop
industry in each state, T'exas looks forward to working with USDA theough, this process to assist ous

specialty crop industry. Please do not hesitate to contact me if I can ptrovide further information,
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